Project ID: 24013 and 24014

Project Title: Assessment of Operational Impacts of Hungry Horse (Libby) Dam on Riparian Wildlife habitats and their associated aquatic components.

Sponsor: Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks

Subbasin: Flathead & Kootenai

FY02 Request: Flathead -- $188,949: Kootenai 188,949

3 YR Estimate: $ 498,839 for each project

Short Description: Enhance and protect native wildlife communities in the Flathead (Kootenai) Basin through multi-species assessments, design of habitat improvements, develop approaches to habitat protection, mitigate variable river flows, and identify off-site mitigation potential.

Response to ISRP Comments:
We appreciate the time and energy expended by the ISRP to review our written proposal and for the opportunity to give a presentation and answer their questions.  While no response to the ISRP comments was requested, we feel that some response is warranted. 

The ISRP recommendation not to fund seems inconsistent with their written comments.  They cite the proposal as clearly identifying the “riparian effects of dam operations”.   Additionally, they found that the proposal demonstrated the “need for mitigation and the potential benefits of extending understanding of operational impacts of hydropower to riparian habitats and terrestrial wildlife”. 

We readily acknowledge their assessment that our proposal was superficial in presentation and lacking detail. However, it is virtually impossible to develop such detail without first doing preliminary fieldwork to map the study area and quantify existing vegetative communities. Given the new 3-year planning cycle we felt that it was important to outline three full years of work. We recognize the need for a detailed study plan. We anticipated that product following the first 6 months of the project during which time we planned to map vegetative communities and develop a detailed sampling scheme. Both sample sizes and plot locations would be identified after adequate vegetation maps were completed. This would allow us to quantify wildlife habitats in each successional stage with sufficient rigor to allow comparisons to naturally operating river systems such as the Middle Fork or North Fork of the Flathead River.   

It seems inappropriate to acknowledge operational impacts to terrestrial systems and then ignore those impacts (for at least three years given project cycles) based on an incomplete study plan that could not be developed without some initial fieldwork. We would hope that the ISRP, after recognizing the need for this work, would ask for additional project information or why the needed details are not available at this time.  

Point count methodology, as we propose to use, has been employed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to document population trend for selected species during the last 30 or more years.  Point counts have been reviewed extensively over the last 20 years (Ralph and Scott 1981, Ralph et al. 1993, Ralph et al. 1995, Hamel et al. 1996, Huff et al. 2000).   The point count methodology is being used by Colorado Bird Observatory to establish trends in Colorado.  In addition, Region 1 US Forest Service has an extensive, successful program (since 1993) of using point count methodology to determine habitat relationships.  We have also been using point count methodology to assess the effectiveness of habitat enhancement projects designed to mitigate the impacts resulting from construction of Libby and Hungry Horse Dams for the last 8 years (Casey and Bergeron 2000). 

Our proposal meets near-term priority fish and wildlife needs that have been identified for the Flathead and Kootenai River subbasins.  The proposal would provide information on the species complements necessary to both define, and effectively manage a complete riparian zone.  The proposal will meet the need to restore populations of native wildlife species by identifying species in need of assistance and defining habitat requirements.   

We are willing to answer any further questions regarding the proposal.  If a more detailed study plan is the only obstacle to initial work on operational impacts, we suggest revising our proposal to a one-year project that develops a study plan that would answer the questions the ISRP identified. The planning effort would involve documentation of proposed techniques, primary personnel involved, site-specific locations for individual point counts, sample size and replicates needed for statistical significance. We would then report back to the ISRP and CBFWA and request their review and approval of the more detailed study plan for the subsequent years of work. We anticipate that the 1-year study design effort would cost approximately $60,000.
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